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Abstract: This paper examines sustainability and environmental thought in India by tracing its historical
foundations and analysing its contemporary political and educational implications, with a particular focus on
lifelong learning. Shaped by ancient philosophical traditions, colonial experiences, and post-independence
environmental movements, Indian environmental thought offers ethical perspectives that remain underrepresented
in dominant global sustainability frameworks. Using a qualitative and interpretive methodology, the study
combines textual analysis of classical traditions, historical analysis of colonial and postcolonial environmental
transformations, and comparative analysis of global sustainability and lifelong learning frameworks. This
approach enables an examination of how ethical principles such as interdependence, restraint, non-violence, and
social responsibility have shaped Indian conceptions of human—nature relationships and environmental
governance. The analysis shows that Indian environmental thought advances a value-based and relational model
of sustainability that challenges technocratic and growth-oriented policy approaches. It further argues that lifelong
learning, understood as a continuum of formal, non-formal, and informal learning, plays a crucial role in
translating historically rooted environmental ethics into contemporary practice. By integrating environmental
thought, political responsibility, and lifelong learning, the paper contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship and
highlights the global relevance of culturally grounded approaches to addressing current ecological crises.
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Introduction

The twenty-first century has brought urgent ecological challenges, including climate change, biodiversity loss,
deforestation, water scarcity, and pollution, revealing the limits of development models prioritising growth over
ecological balance and social equity (Sachs, 2015). Sustainability has emerged as a guiding framework for
rethinking development, governance, and education. However, it is often framed in narrowly technical terms,
emphasising policy and market solutions while neglecting ethical, cultural, and historical dimensions (Leach,
2010). Mainstream sustainability approaches, rooted in Western industrial paradigms, frequently treat nature as a
resource to manage efficiently and overlook deeper questions of values, worldviews, and moral responsibility
(Dryzek, 2013). This has prompted interest in alternative perspectives that offer more holistic and ethically
grounded approaches (Escobar, 2018).

India provides a rich yet underexplored context for such perspectives. Indian traditions emphasise
interdependence, restraint, and harmony with nature, reflected in concepts such as rta, dharma, ahimsa, and
aparigraha (Chapple & Tucker, 2000). These ideas have historically informed social practices, community
stewardship, and ethical norms. Colonial and postcolonial interventions, including resource extraction and large-
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scale development projects, disrupted these practices and redefined nature as economic capital (Gadgil & Guha,
1992; Guha, 2000). Environmental movements like Chipko and Narmada Bachao Andolan combined ethical
values, ecological knowledge, and democratic participation, serving as spaces for collective learning (Shiva,
2005).

Despite this legacy, Indian environmental thought remains marginal in global sustainability scholarship,
particularly in education. Lifelong learning in India has traditionally occurred through diverse formal, non-formal,
and informal modes, including community practices, religious traditions, and oral narratives, yet these are rarely
recognised in contemporary sustainability education frameworks (Rao, 2012; Sterling, 2010). This paper
addresses the integration of Indian environmental thought into sustainability and lifelong learning discourse. It
argues that Indian ethical traditions provide a value-based and relational model of sustainability that complements
and challenges dominant frameworks. By linking environmental thought with lifelong learning, the study
highlights education as a transformative process that shapes environmental citizenship, ethical awareness, and
collective responsibility (Orr, 2004). This integration offers insights not only for India but also for global efforts
to develop culturally responsive and ethically grounded approaches to sustainability.

Literature Review

Research on sustainability and environmental thought has developed across several disciplines, including
environmental history, philosophy, political ecology, and education. Together, these bodies of literature reveal the
complexity of ecological crises but also expose significant conceptual gaps, particularly in relation to ethics and
lifelong learning. Environmental historians have shown that environmental degradation in India is closely linked
to colonial governance and postcolonial development policies (Gadgil & Guha, 1992). Colonial forest laws and
extractive practices transformed forests and land into state-controlled resources, weakening community-based
ecological relationships (Guha, 2000). Political ecology scholarship further highlights how environmental harms
are unevenly distributed and disproportionately affect marginalised communities (Bryant, 1998). Studies of
environmental movements in India demonstrate that resistance often emerges where ecological damage intersects
with social injustice (Baviskar, 2004). However, this literature largely focuses on power and conflict, offering
limited engagement with ethical traditions or learning processes.

Another significant body of scholarship examines Indian philosophical and religious traditions as sources of
environmental ethics. Scholars argue that concepts such as ahimsa and aparigraha encourage restraint and respect
for all forms of life (Chapple & Tucker, 2000). Buddhist and Jain philosophies are frequently discussed for their
emphasis on interdependence and non-violence toward living beings (Harvey, 2000). Gandhian thought has been
especially influential for its critique of industrial civilisation and consumerism (Iyer, 1986). At the same time,
critics warn against idealising these traditions without acknowledging social hierarchies and historical
contradictions (Guha, 2006).

Mainstream sustainability literature is largely shaped by global development frameworks that seek to balance
economic growth, social inclusion, and environmental protection (Sachs, 2015). While these frameworks have
strengthened environmental policy and governance, critics argue that they often prioritise technical and
managerial solutions over ethical transformation (Dryzek, 2013). In the Indian context, studies of environmental
governance focus primarily on legal mechanisms and institutional reforms (Rosencranz & Jackson, 2003). These
analyses rarely engage with cultural values or historically rooted environmental ethics.

Lifelong learning and education for sustainable development have gained prominence as scholars emphasise the
need for learning across the life course (Sterling, 2010). Education is increasingly seen as central to fostering
ecological awareness, responsibility, and civic participation (UNESCO, 2014). However, much of the literature
remains centred on formal education systems and curricular change (Orr, 2004). In India, lifelong learning
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research has focused mainly on literacy and skill development, leaving environmental learning underexplored
(Rao, 2012).

Overall, existing scholarship provides valuable insights but remains fragmented. Environmental history prioritises
political economy, philosophical studies focus on ethics in isolation, and sustainability education research often
lacks cultural depth. This study addresses these gaps by integrating Indian environmental thought with
sustainability and lifelong learning within a single analytical framework that is historically grounded, ethically
informed, and socially relevant.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, interdisciplinary research methodology aimed at conceptual synthesis and critical
interpretation. The primary method employed is textual analysis of philosophical, religious, and political writings
that articulate Indian environmental thought. Classical sources, including Vedic, Upanishadic, Buddhist, and Jain
texts, are examined through established scholarly interpretations rather than direct philological analysis, allowing
the study to focus on their ethical and conceptual implications. Historical analysis draws on archival and secondary
sources addressing colonial environmental policies, post-independence political developments, and environmental
movements. Key texts in environmental history and political ecology provide the empirical grounding for
understanding how environmental ideas have been translated into political action and policy frameworks.
Constitutional provisions and legal documents are analysed to assess the institutionalisation of environmental
ethics in post-independence India.

A comparative analytical approach is used to situate Indian environmental thought within global sustainability
and lifelong learning frameworks. This involves examining policy documents and theoretical models developed
by international organisations such as UNESCO and comparing them with Indian ethical and educational
traditions. The methodology is transparent and replicable, as it relies on publicly available texts and well-
established scholarly interpretations. While the study does not involve empirical fieldwork, its strength lies in its
integrative and interdisciplinary scope.

Ancient Foundations of Environmental Thought in India

Indian environmental thought is deeply rooted in ancient philosophical and religious traditions that articulate a
holistic understanding of the cosmos. Vedic cosmology conceptualises the universe as an interconnected whole
governed by rta, or cosmic order. Humans are understood as participants in this order, with moral responsibilities
toward other forms of life. Nature is not merely a resource but a living system imbued with spiritual significance.
Upanishadic philosophy further develops this relational worldview by emphasising the unity of atman (self) and
brahman (universal reality). This metaphysical framework undermines rigid distinctions between humans and
nature, fostering an ethic of respect and care. Buddhist and Jain traditions extend these ideas through their
emphasis on compassion, non-violence, and restraint. Jain akimsa, in particular, articulates a radical ethic of care
for all living beings, challenging anthropocentric moral hierarchies. These traditions collectively articulate an
environmental ethic grounded in interdependence and moral responsibility. While they emerged in pre-modern
contexts, their core principles resonate strongly with contemporary sustainability concerns. By emphasising limits,
restraint, and ethical self-regulation, ancient Indian thought offers a powerful critique of consumerism and
ecological exploitation.

Colonial Disruptions and Environmental Change

The colonial period marked a profound rupture in India’s environmental history. British colonial administration
introduced new forms of resource management oriented toward extraction and commercial exploitation. Scientific
forestry, mining, and plantation agriculture reconfigured landscapes and displaced local communities (Guha,
1989). These policies undermined indigenous ecological knowledge systems and transformed forests and rivers
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into economic assets. At the same time, colonial interventions generated new forms of environmental
consciousness and resistance. Local communities, whose livelihoods were threatened by colonial policies,
mobilised to protect forests and common resources. These early struggles laid the groundwork for later
environmental movements and highlighted the political dimensions of environmental thought.

Gandhian Environmental Ethics

Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy represents a critical bridge between traditional Indian ethics and modern
environmental thought. Gandhi’s emphasis on simplicity, self-restraint, and swadeshi offers a normative critique
of industrial civilisation and mass consumption (Gandhi, 1938/2001). For Gandhi, true development was
inseparable from moral self-discipline and social responsibility. Gandhian environmental ethics foreground the
moral agency of individuals and communities, challenging the idea that technological progress alone can resolve
ecological crises. While critics argue that Gandhian ideals may be difficult to operationalise in complex industrial
societies, their ethical force continues to inspire environmental movements and alternative development models.

Political Implications and Environmental Movements

Post-independence India witnessed the emergence of grassroots environmental movements that drew on
traditional knowledge and collective learning. The Chipko Movement, in which villagers embraced trees to
prevent deforestation, exemplifies the fusion of environmental ethics, political activism, and community education
(Guha, 2000). Such movements highlight the role of informal and non-formal learning in shaping environmental
consciousness. Constitutional provisions such as Article 48A and Article 51A(g) institutionalise environmental
responsibility as both a state duty and a citizen obligation. However, tensions between economic growth and
ecological sustainability persist, revealing the limits of policy-driven approaches (Sen, 2009).

Lifelong Learning and Sustainability

Lifelong learning provides a crucial framework for translating environmental thought into practice. Environmental
values are not acquired solely through formal schooling but through ongoing processes of socialisation,
community engagement, and experiential learning. Indigenous knowledge systems, local practices, and
community initiatives play a vital role in fostering sustainable behaviours (UNESCO, 2015). Value-based
approaches rooted in Indian environmental thought emphasise ethical reflection, dialogue, and collective
responsibility. Compared with technocratic models of sustainability education, these approaches prioritise moral
agency and democratic participation (Sterling, 2001).

Contemporary Applications of Indian Environmental Ethics

Ancient Indian environmental principles continue to offer valuable insights for addressing modern ecological and
social challenges. Concepts such as ahimsa (non-violence) and aparigraha (non-possessiveness) provide ethical
guidance for urban sustainability and climate-resilient development, encouraging resource-efficient practices,
reduced consumption, and community-oriented planning. These values promote an approach to cities and
infrastructure that balances human needs with ecological integrity (Chapple & Tucker, 2000).

Women, as custodians and transmitters of ecological knowledge, play a critical role in fostering gendered
sustainability practices. Through family, community, and artisanal traditions, women maintain local knowledge
systems, agricultural techniques, and conservation practices, highlighting the intersection of social equity and
environmental stewardship (Rao, 2012). At a global scale, Indian environmental ethics can enrich contemporary
sustainability frameworks, including the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD), by emphasising relational values, moral responsibility, and culturally grounded
approaches (UNESCO, 2015). These ethical frameworks also critique overconsumption and offer alternatives to
growth-centric economic models, promoting ecological balance and socially just development (Sachs, 2015).
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Finally, Indian thought integrates spiritual ecology, where ethical, spiritual, and emotional dimensions are
inseparable. Caring for the environment is not only a moral or practical task but also a path to personal and
collective well-being, fostering a holistic understanding of sustainability that connects mind, body, and ecosystem
(Chapple & Tucker, 2000; Ranganathan, 2012).

Limitations of the Study

This study is conceptual and interpretive in nature and relies primarily on secondary sources. As such, it does not
capture the full diversity of regional and contemporary environmental practices in India. The absence of empirical
fieldwork limits the ability to assess how environmental thought is enacted in specific contexts. Future research
incorporating ethnographic studies, oral histories, and comparative case analyses would enrich and extend the
findings presented here.

Conclusion

This research has argued that Indian environmental thought offers a historically grounded and ethically rich
framework for understanding sustainability. By tracing its philosophical roots, historical transformations, and
political implications, the study highlights the enduring relevance of Indian traditions for contemporary
sustainability challenges. The integration of these perspectives into lifelong learning frameworks can foster
environmental citizenship, ethical awareness, and democratic engagement. By situating Indian environmental
thought within global sustainability debates, the paper contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship and underscores
the importance of culturally grounded approaches to environmental education and governance.
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